The construct of play is more and more emphasized in preschool practice in China in recent years in the context of early childhood education reform. However, the conflict between emphasis on free play by the reform efforts and traditional value on academic learning through hard work makes the implementation of play-based pedagogy in Chinese preschools problematic. This paper discusses the tension between play and learning reflected in educational reform efforts and argues that different types of play have positive effects on learning, including learning of academic skills. Compared with free play emphasized in Shanghai-China preschool curriculum, the author proposes that teacher-guided play is more appropriate for Chinese context and should be conducted more as a balance between direct instruction and free play in Chinese early childhood education.
Introduction
The construct of play has been viewed as an essential part in early childhood education in the West since Friedreich Froebel proposed the concept of kindergarten in 1840 [1, 2] . The understanding of play as "an aspect-and a function of-human development" [3] is the basis for play-based pedagogy in early childhood education. Major constructivists like Piaget and Vygotsky viewed play as the way through which children construct knowledge [4, 5] . The position statement of developmentally appropriate practice, a popular framework of early childhood education issued by National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAYEC) in the United States, also emphasizes play as an "important vehicle for developing children's self-regulation as well as for promoting language, cognition and social competence" [6] .
With the global trend of education reform in the recent years, play is also increasingly recognized and adopted in the preschool curricula of some non-Western countries which do not have a tradition of valuing play in education [7, 8] . In China, the current national preschool curriculum (preschool in China refers to the three-year full-day education program for children aged from 3 to 6 years old) issued in 2001 required that play should be applied as the "basic type of activity" in preschool [9] , in order to reverse the previous tendency of early introduction of academics, reflecting a Western influence. However, in traditional Chinese concept, play has long been considered a waste of time which is harmful to learning [10] . China, with a historical tradition of Confucianism, is a country that highly values academic learning through hard-work [11, 12] . "Achievement is reached by hard work and destroyed by play", a saying by the famous Chinese educator Zhu Xi (1130-1200), shows the opposition between play and learning in Chinese tradition [10] .
The traditional value of hard-work in China is in conflict with the concept of play advocated by recent reform policies. This contradiction between the local cultural tradition and imported theories and practice of play in education policies makes the implementation of play-based pedagogy in early childhood education in China challenging and problematic. Former studies reported superficial understandings of play and retreat to traditional teaching methods in practice by Chinese preschool teachers [7] , obvious cultural difference in teachers' beliefs and practice of play between Chinese and Western preschool teachers [8] , and a policy-practice gap in play in the preschool curriculum reform in China [13] . It is thus significant to understand these problems and figure out an appropriate way to integrate the policy requirement of play and cultural context in the process of education reform.
The purpose of this article is to discuss the tension between play and learning reflected in education reform policies and supports the importance of play, especially teacher-directed play to learning in early childhood education. Rather than regarding play and learning as dichotomous, or turning from one extreme of offering early introduction of academic content to another extreme of only free play, this paper argues that teacher-guided play, as a balance between directed academic instruction and free play, needs to be conducted more in early childhood education in China in the context of education reform.
Dichotomy of Play and Learning Reflected in Different Reform Efforts
Since the Opening Policy in 1978, a series of education reforms have been carried out to develop all levels of education in China-advocating mainly western theories, concepts and practice [11, 14, 15] . The general tendency of reform at all levels of education is to turn the "examination-oriented" education to a constructivist and student-centered "quality education" [13, 16] . After 2000, China launched a new round of large scale education reforms and early childhood education was paid greater attention than ever before. Outline for the Reform of the Curriculum of Basic Education (Trial Version) issued in 2001 clearly included early childhood education in the overall basic education system [15] . It is also the national goal of China to offer universal early childhood education to all children by the end of 2020 [17] .
In the level of early childhood education, the basic themes of the curriculum reform are catering to individual development, focusing on all-around development, and emphasizing appropriate development at appropriate stages [11, 18] .Play, which is "at the heart of developmentally appropriate early childhood programs", and "should be at the center of every curriculum" [19] , is highlighted in Chinese preschool curriculum reform.
To guide teachers' practice, the Ministry of Education issued Guidance for Preschool Education (2001), marking a new phase of reform in China's early childhood education within the large context of educational reform as a whole [13] . This national curriculum document stated play as the basic type of activity in preschools. Within the framework of the national guidance, Shanghai Municipal Education Commission issued Shanghai Preschool Curriculum Guidelines (2004) to guide early childhood education in Shanghai, a reform leader in mainland China [12] . The Shanghai curriculum offers a much more detailed explanation of play and is chosen as the document to be discussed in a later section.
While China is making great an effort to "decentralize" its early childhood education to a more child-centered and play-based approach by learning from the developed countries in the West [15] , there seems to be an opposite tendency in the education reform in countries like the United States, Germany and England [8, 20] . Reform policies and legislations in the US like No Child Left Behind (2001) emphasized more on standardization and assessment of math and reading skills, and moved "away from child-centered play approaches" [21] .
In the United States, this change reflects a concern about the unsatisfactory results in standardized tests like the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests. NAEP is the largest national assessment of 4 th -grade and 8 th -grade American students' knowledge and ability in various subjects. The 2013 result shows that 32% of US fourth graders were below basic in their reading achievement test [22] .US students ranked 46 in all 75 participating economies in the 2012 PISA test, a triennial international survey which aims to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students in math, reading and science and has more than 80% of the world economies' participation [23] . In comparison, Shanghai-China became a "surprise" when its students ranked the first place in all three areas in 2009 PISA test in their first participation of the exam, and Shanghai's successive top position in the 2012 test seems to prove Shanghai as one of the "most successful" education reformers [24] .
As a "world leader in education" [24] , the U. S. feels pressed to make reform efforts and tries to learn from the successful reformers worldwide [12] . The general tendency is to be more centralized, emphasizing more on basic academic skills [15, 20, 21] . Though most reform policies aim at K-12 education, preschool education is also influenced by the same trend, since quality early childhood education is believed to be the starting point to better prepare young children ready for school [25] . The reform efforts have led to a "crisis" in kindergarten, as Miller and Almon [26] argued, that children now spend more time being taught and tested on reading and math skills but much less time in play.
Though the construct of play asserts play and learning are closely linked, the education reforms in different countries, whichever direction of their reform efforts, transmit the idea that play and learning, particularly learning of academic skills, are contradictory. The reforms indicate that to improve children's learning of academic skills means less play time, and more play is harmful to children's development of basic skills. The consequence is that in practice, teachers tend to view play and learning as dichotomous or let teacher-directed instruction occupy most of time and play "left at the margin" of preschool's daily routine [27] .
Types of Play
While the education reform policies and corresponding practice tend to distinguish play and learning as different activities, the concepts like learning through play, play-based pedagogy or playful learning imply that play and learning are constructed as one [26, 28, 29] . Before addressing the debate on the relationship between play and learning, it is essential to have a comprehensive understanding about what play is, what play can do for children and what role teachers have in play. Why education policies tend to view play and learning as dichotomous despite evidence proves that play does help children's development? As the theories advocated that children learn through play, is learning a byproduct of play or is play a means to fulfill the ultimate purpose of learning? A better understanding of different types of play may help to address these questions. Different types of play have different goals and functions in children's learning and development [30] . Hoorn et al. [19] distinguished three different types of play: spontaneous play, guided play, and teacher-directed play, and viewed them as "points along a continuum that goes from child-initiated to teacher-initiated play". Similarly, Synodi [30] classified play into child-directed, teacher-directed and mutually directed play and believed an inclusion of all three types of play in preschool curriculum makes it a real pedagogy of play. Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff [29] viewed guided play as a middle point between free play and direct instruction. Miller and Almon [26] also thought a combination of child-initiated play and playful classroom with focused learning is in the middle of ample play and direct teacher instruction in kindergarten continuum. These ways of categorizing play, though not exactly the same, are similar in viewing play as a continuum consisting of different types depending on "who has control over it" [30] .
Free play, or child-directed play or spontaneous play, means children are allowed to have free choice in their play activities without teachers' interference [29, 30] . Children have control of their play: they can choose what to play, who to play with and set their own rules of play. In children's free play, teacher mostly acts as an observer or listener. This kind of play usually takes place during free activity time or breaks [30] .
Teacher-directed play refers to play activities planned by teachers with preset learning goals. Teachers design and arrange playful activities, set and explain the rules of play to children. Teacher use playful activities as the means to promote children's learning and development. In teacher-directed play, the teacher is a tutor, a planner and an organizer [30] . There are obvious differences between teacher-directed play and traditional direct instruction. In direct instruction, teacher imparts knowledge to children, who are mainly passive recipients [29] . The direct instruction is tightly controlled by the teacher with focused instructional strategies and defined goals, while children are left with no choice and flexibility [27] . In comparison, teacher-directed play is composed of playful activities and games consistent to extrinsic learning goals, through which children learn to be successful by conforming to the preset rules [30] .
Mutually directed play means the play activities in which the teacher and children share power and control. The teacher can participate in children's free play in a non-disruptive way or become involved in their play by agreeing children's rules [30] . In mutually-directed play, teacher acts mostly as a co-player or a mediator.
According to Weisberg and colleagues, guided play "incorporates adult-scaffolded learning objectives but remains child-directed" [29] . Guided play also has a meaningful learning goal constrained by the teacher, who takes an active role in collaborating with children in the process of play. Teachers can comment on children's play, guide their play by asking open-ended questions or co-play with children. The critical point is that children are still active in guiding their own discovery and construction of knowledge [29] .
There are overlaps between mutually-directed play, guided play and teacher-directed play, and they are combined into the same category of "structured play" [27] in that all three types of play involve both teacher and children as active agents, though to different extents. With structured play, teachers engage children in playful activities with learning goals. Teachers also enrich and extend child-initiated play to structured play by observing and responding to children's needs and interests [27] .
Compatibility of Play and Learning
Reform efforts which imply that play and learning are contradictory seem to misunderstand the contradiction between play and teacher-direct instruction as the dichotomy between play and learning.
Teacher-direct instruction is neither the only way nor the most effective way to building basic academic skills; rather, as Copple and Bredekam [6] claimed, play is the most developmentally appropriate means of learning for children. Studies also showed that children learn better through play than direct instruction [26, 29] .
The explanation of play types prove that play can incorporate learning goals and help children achieve learning outcomes. Play and learning are compatible [26] . Though different play types have different goals and effects in children's development, research has proved play is an effective way to promote children's learning and development, including their basic academic skills.
Studies show free play supports children's social-emotional development as well as language and literacy learning [31] . However, being voluntary, fun and flexible, free play is chosen and controlled by children themselves without extrinsic learning goals, thus is unpredictable in learning outcomes [29] .This is a major reason that the value of play in learning is questioned. There is a fear that with only free play, the classroom is likely to become unstructured and loose [26] , which leads to the tension between structured curricula and unstructured free play.
Structured play, including guided play, mutually-directed play and teacher-directed play, are more directly associated with learning, especially the learning of academic skills. Structured play is reported to have positive effects on children's social competence, emotional regulation strategies, creative thinking and problem solving abilities [29, 32] .
More related to the debate of play and learning dichotomy, sufficient studies have proven that structured play lead to better academic outcomes, and these advantages have lasting influence on children's later formal schooling life [33] . Guided play can increase children's learning motivation, improve children's language and literacy level [34] , and develop children's logical and mathematical thinking, as well as their spatial skills [19] .
Play in Chinese Early Childhood Education

Play in Shanghai-China Preschool Curriculum
Shanghai, one of the most developed and international cities in mainland China, is also a leader in Chinese education reform. As one of the four municipalities in China, Shanghai is privileged to experiment educational policies before national implementation and enact detailed local rules and regulations within the bound of the national policies.
Within the framework of the national guidance, Shanghai Municipal Education Commission issued Shanghai Preschool Curriculum Guidelines in 2004 to guide early childhood education in Shanghai. The 2001 national curriculum mentioned the word "play" eight times and defined the significance of play as the basic activity in preschool; however, there is no specific definition of play, no explanation to teachers' role in children's play, nor guidance to teachers to arrange play activities. In comparison, the word "play" is mentioned 114 times in the Shanghai guidelines and there is a particular section dedicated to play. The Shanghai curriculum had a clear definition of play, illustration of teachers' role in play and explanation to play activities in preschool's daily routine.
In the Shanghai curriculum, play is first mentioned as one the four activities that should be included in preschool's daily routine, along with daily-life activities, sports and learning activities [35] . It is noticeable that in the Shanghai curriculum, play and learning are distinguished as two different kinds of activities.
The Shanghai curriculum defined play as "spontaneous, autonomous and free" activities of children, and recognized play as "highly valuable to children's development" in terms of their imagination, creativity and social competence [35] .The definition only mentioned the free aspect of play, excluding the types of structured play activities. The effects of play to children's development are recognized, but are more related to social skills rather than academic learning.
The Shanghai curriculum stated teachers' role in children's play is to "understand" children through "observing" their play, and "support their play by creating favorable environment" and "appropriate involvement" [35] . This explanation of teachers' role again emphasized characteristics of play as child-initiated and child-directed. Teachers are mainly observers and supporters in children's play.
The Shanghai curriculum mentioned that teachers are allowed to get involved in children's play, but the premise of teachers' participation is that teachers do not "interfere with" nor "interrupt children's play" [35] . The Shanghai curriculum explained on the following occasions teachers can choose to involve appropriately: a). when children have difficulty in engaging in play; b). when there are potential risks; c). when children ask for help; d). when aggressive behavior occurs in play; e). when there is negative content which is against social norms. As to the means of involvement, teachers can "join children's play as a playmate, or conduct parallel play activities as demonstration or implication, or offer suggestions, appreciations and encouragement as observers of children's play" [35] . Play in the Shanghai curriculum mainly refers to child-directed free play with limited teacher involvement. The major purpose of teachers' involvement in play is to encourage children's experience and self-exploration of knowledge rather than fulfilling preset learning goals or seeking opportunities of teaching.
The Shanghai curriculum offered guidance to time allocation of the four types of activities. There needs to be two hours of outdoor activities for children, one of which should be sports activities, and "sufficient" time for daily-life and play activities [35] . Compared with the "two hour" outdoor activities, there is no specific requirement as to how much time of play activities is sufficient. By requiring sufficient play time, the curriculum correspondingly demanded preschools to control time for collective learning activities: the collective learning time for the senior group (5-6 year olds) should be no more than one hour a day, and less for younger groups [35] . With older age groups, "the time for daily-life activities and play can be gradually reduced," while "time for sports and learning activities can be increased appropriately" [35] . The curriculum document implies that the decreasing of play time means the increasing of learning time, which again puts play and learning at opposite position.
The Shanghai Preschool Curriculum Guidelines clearly recognized the importance of play in preschool education. The purpose of introducing play into preschool curriculum is to reverse the trend of early introduction of academic content into preschool education, it is then understandable that the curriculum emphasize more on free play which encourages children's initiative, free choice and autonomy than on teacher-directed activities to avoid the confusion with direct instruction. It also shows the determination of the policy makers to try to make a transformational change in preschool teachers' practice from the previous teacher-controlled direct instruction to child-directed free play.
Teachers' Practice of Play in Chinese Preschools
Wang et al. [18] found that government regulation was a top factor considered by Chinese teachers to influence their teaching practice. The official preschool curriculum has complex effects on teachers' practice of play. On the one hand, the official curriculum is similar to Chinese tradition in indicating that play and learning are different. To increase play time for younger children means less collective learning time. Children of older age groups are given less play time to make up for learning activities. Guided by the curriculum, Chinese preschool teachers in their practice tend to view play and learning as separate activities, and learning is still at the center of preschool's daily activities [36] . Teachers may employ play activities during instructions to stimulate children's motivation, but play is usually only a section of the learning activity to help teachers achieve instructional goals [36] .
On the other hand, the curriculum document emphasizes free play as important in preschool education while Chinese tradition values hard work since children's young age. This contradiction causes a "belief-practice gap" and a "policy-practice gap" [13] . Chinese preschool teachers, influenced by their college education and the reform policies in the recent years, are reported to have generally accepted the constructivist idea of learning through play [13] . However, teachers' learning experience in their own childhood decades ago which lacked the play-based pedagogy and the traditional Chinese culture make teachers' practice of play inconsistent with their beliefs. Li et al. [13] in their study reported that though the preschool teachers believed play was an ideal way of learning, the actual practice of preschool classrooms of literacy instruction were still most frequently seen with teacher-directed whole-class instruction. Some teachers' understanding of learning through play was "simple and superficial" [7] . They worried the freedom children enjoyed in free play was at the cost of class discipline. When they felt they lost control of the classroom management, they would easily turn to more teacher-centered didactical methods of instruction [7] .
Wu and Rao [8] found obvious cultural difference in their comparison of German and Hong Kong preschool teachers' beliefs and their practice about play. German teachers had a clear definition of free play as activities without teachers' guidance or instruction, and defended free play as important for children to develop independent thinking, decision-making ability, and social skills. Chinese teachers in this study, in contrary, never used free play to describe their children's play activities. Chinese teachers tended to incorporate academic learning into play. They viewed learning of cognitive and academic skills important purpose of play and strongly believed children learned better in play with teachers' guidance. Correspondingly, in practice, Chinese teachers interfered with children's play more than German teachers did [8] . This study again showed a mismatch between policy and practice. While the reform policies require more free play time with limited teachers' interference, in practice, free play is not valued and little conducted by teachers. Play is "peripheral" to academic learning [8] .
Implications
Chinese reform policies are correct in recognizing the importance of play in learning and stating the central position of play in preschool curriculum; however, the discrepancy between teachers' practice and the policy requirement demonstrates the need to adjust the reform efforts to the cultural context in addition to offering more specific guidance to teachers' practice of play.
Based on the above discussion, this article suggests the following implications to play in Chinese early childhood education.
First, it may not be very effective for the official curriculum to emphasize only free play. Influenced by the current curriculum, teachers may develop a simple understanding of play as only free play. With no extrinsic learning goals and unpredictable learning outcomes, free play may be misunderstood as of little use to academic learning which are valued in Chinese traditional culture.
In this way, teachers may be further misled to believe in the play-learning dichotomy. In practice, they may focus on developing academic skills in learning time while make the free play time laissez-faire. As mainly observers, teachers may miss opportunities of learning and teaching during children's free play if they separate play from learning. When teachers do allow children to have free play, the normal class size of 25-35 children in Chinese preschools also makes it challenging for teachers to manage and support individual child's needs and interests [20] . Though the curriculum requires teachers to spend more time on free play, if they do not believe in the effectiveness of free play on children's learning and development, the actual time of free play may be reduced.
Second, teacher-guided play may be more applied as the middle ground between free play and direct instruction in Chinese preschool education. Guided play is reported to be positively associated with children's academic learning and have better effects than direct instruction. Teachers can incorporate learning goals into play activities to better prepare children's school readiness without costing children's happiness. Teacher-directed play may be better accepted by teachers as a balance between the western theory of play and traditional Chinese culture valuing learning and hard work. With a comparatively large class size, teacher-guided play also makes the management of classroom easier than free play activities. Individual child may gain more and equal attention in teacher-guided activities than in free play. Teachers need more guidance in their practice of play. They should be encouraged to replace learning activities with playful elements to structured play activities that fulfill learning goals.
Discussions
In this paper, the author argues a thorough understanding of the play-learning relationship in the context of curriculum reform in Chinese early childhood education and suggests teacher-guided play to be applied more in preschool education as a balance between curriculum reform and local cultural context.
The curriculum reforms indicates a play-learning dichotomy though theories of and studies on play prove the effect of play in children's learning and development. The conflicts between free play advocated in curriculum reform in Chinese early childhood education and academic learning through hard work valued in Chinese tradition also makes the implementation of play-based pedagogy problematic. It would be not effective to require Chinese preschool teachers, who have been accustomed to traditional way of teaching and learning, to suddenly change their focus from one extreme of direct instruction to another extreme of free play in the continuum of daily activities. It is important to find a balance between learning and play so that play activities are neither too loosely framed to ensure children's development nor too academic-oriented to let children enjoy [7] .
The author argues for a combination of the benefits of child-initiated free play and teacher-guided structured play. Both free play and playful learning should be put at the center of Chinese preschool curriculum to promote children's healthy and happy overall development. Compared with the curriculum emphasis on free play, the author thinks teacher-guided play can be applied more in Chinese preschool education for several reasons. Teacher-guided play, different from direct instruction, is more developmentally appropriate for young children's learning. With preset learning goals and more active teacher guidance, teacher-guided play can have more direct and better effects on children's learning of academic skills than only free play. It helps the teachers find a balance between the Western theory of play and the Chinese tradition of academic learning. Teacher-guided play is also more manageable in Chinese preschool classrooms with a comparatively large class size.
More research needs to be done on Chinese preschool teachers' beliefs and practice of play in the context of education reform to better understand their perception of the curriculum reform as well as their experience, needs and challenges in practice. Further studies can be done to investigate the effects of play, particularly guided play in Chinese preschools through empirical research. Practitioners also need more guidance in plan, design and arrange play activities in preschools from future research.
Recognizing play and learning are compatible and understanding the effectiveness of different play activities in children's learning and development is crucial for Chinese preschool teachers to accept and practice the play-based pedagogy advocated in education reforms. Teacher-guided play needs to be conducted more in Chinese preschools, as the author argues, since it helps teachers balance the reform requirements and traditional culture in China, and is beneficial to both children's learning and happiness.
